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THE PRESEPE AND THE BAMBINO 



T^HE Church of the "Ara Coeli," or 
Altar of Heaven, belonging to a con- 
vent of Franciscan friars, is situated on 
the hill of the Capitol at Rome, and pre- 
cisely where the ancient Temple of 
Jupiter stood from an early age of that 
city. It is approached by a flight of steps 
to the left hand of those which lead 
directly up to the Piazza del Campidog- 
Iio, where the equestrian bronze statue of 
Marcus Aurelius Antonius, with the 
other statues on each side of it, guard the 
passage from modern Papal Rome to the 
ruins of Imperial Rome, which lie be- 
yond, the Forum, the Palatine and the 
Coliseum. 

The most remarkable sight to be wit- 
nessed by strangers in the Church of the 
Ara Coeli, especially at Christmastime, 
is the exhibition of the "Sacro Bambino," 
or sacred Baby, a wooden image of the 
Infant Jesus, and the "Presepe," stall, or 
manger, an ecclesiastical pageant got up 
here, as elsewhere in Italy, for the edifica- 
tion of young folk, setting before their 
eyes a moving and living picture of the 
Nativity of Christ, with the Virgin Mary, 
St. Joseph, the Magi or Shepherd Kings 
of the East, and other personages of the 
gospel history, represented in dumb show. 



Meanwhile a child, or perhaps two chil- 
dren, previously trained and tutored, may 
be heard to recite a short narrative of the 
subject, to exchange simple comments in 
question and answer, or to utter exclama- 
tions of piety, and to offer prayers. The 
readers of Hans Christian Andersen's 
romantic tale, "The Improvisatore," will 
not have forgotten that a little Roman 
girl, afterwards the heroine of the love- 
story, is described as being engaged, in 
her tender infancy, to assist in this per- 
formance. It goes on daily, from Christ- 
mas to Epiphany, or Twelfth Day, and is 
attended by multitudes of spectators and 
auditors. The parents come with their 
children, and the poorer class of people 
are,- perhaps, willing to enjoy a pretty, 
fantastic, entertaining show as well as to 
take their share of the blessing derived 
from its religious patronage and sanction. 
The Mystery Plays of the Middle Ages, 
formerly so popular in every country of 
Western Europe, and still practiced at 
Oberammergau, bear the same relation 
to this of the Presepe as the secular 
theatre does to an elaborate puppet-show. 
The Bambino of the Ara Coeli is a 
figure from 20 in. to 24 in. high, with a 
face painted in imitation of life. It is 
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rather a fine piece of work. The tradition 
is that a monk in the early ages who went 
to Jerusalem carved the image from a 
piece of olive wood 
on the Mount of 
Olives, and that when 
he had finished he 
fell asleep, and that 
St. Luke the Evan- 
gelist, who is said to 
have been an artist 
as well as a medical 
man, came in a vision 
and painted the work. 
The monk, on his 
way home, was 
wrecked; but, al- 
though the ship was 
lost, the sacred image 
floated into Leghorn. 
It soon became cele- 
brated, and was 
transferred to the 
Capitoline Hill at 
Rome. One of its 
titles is that of the 
" Little Doctor," and 
people who are ill 
send for it. The 
image is carried 
through the streets 
in procession to the 
bedside of the sick. 
It has a very large 
practice in Rome, and 
is said to earn as much 
money as all the doctors of the city to- 
gether. It is thus a source of revenue to 
the Franciscan Order, who have charge 
of it; and the figure is covered with 




The Sacred Bambino 



jewels of great value: pearls, diamonds, 
and gems of every kind cover it from 
head to foot. The shoes are of gold, 

and one is a little 
higher than the other, 
as if held up; this is 
the one that is kissed 
by the faithful. 
There is a small 
chapel dedicated to 
the Bambino; and 
when a crowd is 
gathered, the monk* 
after a service, carries 
the figure round for 
each to kiss the foot; 
he wipes the place 
each time with a 
cloth. When a call 
is made for it as the 
"Little Doctor/' it 
is put into a box 
lined inside with 
satin, covered out- 
side with red velvet, 
having the mono- 
gram I. H. S. in gold 
upon it. A cushion 
is placed inside the 
box. On this the 
Bambino is laid with 
a coverlet thrown 
over it. So a monk 
carries it away, two 
candles and; a cross 
preceding it; and 
people in the streets kneel down as it 
passes them on its miraculous healing 
errand. 

From The London Illustrated News. 



